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Spring in the northern hemisphere and autumn in Australia brings prime ministers out 
to play with the Natives.  Australia’s John Howard and loyal minister Amanda 
Vanstone announced their demolition of indigenous representation and vestigial 
administrative authority on April 15.  A well-prepared round table meeting of 
Canada’s Prime Minister Paul Martin, various ministers, and the country’s indigenous 
leaders, including the national indigenous women’s movement, took place several 
days later. 
 
The two countries are now far apart on policy direction.  While Howard is trying to 
shut down elected political and administrative institutions as part of his doctrine that 
indigenous people are not a political community or communities, the Canadian 
government accepts indigenous peoples as a de facto third order of government 
(alongside federal and provincial/territorial governments), and will undoubtedly 
enshrine this formally in the Constitution someday soon. 
 
On April 15 Howard said ‘As a result of … a very extensive examination of 
indigenous affairs policy, we can announce that when Parliament resumes in May, we 
will introduce legislation to abolish ATSIC. … The regional councils will be 
abolished by the 30th of June 2005. … We believe very strongly that the experiment in 
separate representation, elected representation, for indigenous people has been a 
failure.  We will appoint a group of distinguished indigenous people to advise the 
Government on a purely advisory basis in relation to aboriginal affairs.’ 
 
On April 19 Martin said, inter alia, ‘First Nations have a special relationship with the 
land and rivers of Canada.  In fact, the European settlement in North America arose 
because the First Nations were prepared to share their resources. It is now time for 
us to renew and strengthen the covenant between us.’  And later, ‘We need to find 
more efficient ways to conclude negotiations on self-government and land claims 
agreements.  We cannot continue to leave these issues for the Courts to decide.  
Courts do not define relationships.  People do – by working together on the basis of 
mutual respect and trust.  And that is the course we must set.’ 
 
Both countries’ governments renewed a commitment to measuring and monitoring 
outcomes in social well-being, although in Canada this will be a shared indigenous-
government process.  Indigenous peoples in Canada would not accept the paternalistic 
and patronising guff heard from Howard, and regardless of how many white voters it 
might win, having the Indians shut down Canada’s Pacific road, rail, and port 
movements – as they do from time to time to remind us of their views – would make 
such a victory meaningless for any government.  (Like Australia, Canada now has a 
populist Right, although their indigenous policy proposals would be rejected by the 
highest court in the unlikely event that they passed through Parliament.  Canada’s 
basic white-indigenous relations framework is now largely constitutionalised.  
However, a far Right premier in British Columbia was foolish enough to test his 
populist strength, making a considerable fool o himself – see an Oz account by 
Helena Kajlich in Indigenous Law Bulletin, May-June 2002.) 
 
Despite his supposed ‘very extensive’ study of policy options, Howard announcement 
bears the hallmarks of a rush job.  Even within its own liberal democratic norms it’s 
ludicrous – abolishing an elected body and replacing it with appointees in advisory 
capacity?  As for appointed ‘distinguished’ people… is the Prime Minister serious?  
Suppose that the European Union or United Nations, tired of the Howard 
government’s recalcitrance on issues like human rights, decided that it was a failure 
and they might more usefully consult on international measures with some 
distinguished Australians – say, Patrick Dodson, Malcolm Fraser, Lowitja 
O’Donoghue, and Margaret Reynolds? 
 
Vanstone then threw in the apartheid furphy – that ATSIC was separate and 
apartheid-like.  Surely she is not so dumb – perhaps merely wanting to share some 
opprobrium with Howard in the interests of cabinet bonding. 
 
Reporters and commentators in Australia too often write as though white leaders can 
merely say No to an indigenous proposal, e.g., for a treaty, and end the matter.  The 
indigenous movement will flow on, and it will find ways around or through 
obstruction.  By endlessly delaying processes of accommodation and reconciliation at 
national political level, while reducing ‘indigenous policy’ to so many ablution blocks 
and kilometres of community roads, urgent as these minimal services are (as they are 
for all Australians as rights of citizenship), indigenous political strength and 
radicalism can only grow. 
 
In recent years Australian governments have rolled back or overridden long overdue 
court recognition of basic indigenous rights.  They have berated people who already 
are the poorest, sickest, most unemployed, and have the most pent-up sense of 
injustice of any in Australia.  They have cut funding and wound up organisations.  
They have denounced ‘privilege’ and ‘special benefits’, and both attacked and 
undermined the leadership of this group who are already discriminated against in 
recreation, work, study, shopping, public services, and most other milieux.  They have 
abused indigenous spokespersons for fighting unexceptional legal battles at home or 
issuing cries for support abroad.  The Prime Minister has openly urged that 
indigenous peoples and concerns disappear from the news and he has wound up their 
visible leadership structures.  Governments have denied the relevance of indigenous 
precedents and working improvements abroad while they refuse to listen to proposals 
for change at home.  They have done almost everything they could to refuse and 
remove hope, and then they want Aborigines and Islanders to prove their loyalty and 
commit themselves to national unity.  But they assume that should the country face 
political violence it will necessarily come from foreign evildoers rather than as a 
result of public policies at home. 
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